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Defense Minister Gen. Humberto Ortega told reporters Dec. 18 that the possibility of US military
intervention against Nicaragua is now greater than ever. He claimed the contra force was now
virtually destroyed, and that the Reagan administration may strike out against the Sandinista
revolution in a bid to deflect public attention from the Iran-contra arms scandal. According to
Ortega, the contra force "is like a bankrupt company which no amount of money can save, or a
gangrenous arm which must be amputated." Ortega spoke with reporters in Somotillo, on the
last day of military exercises near the Honduran border. Military attaches of the US Embassy also
attended the exercises. They were permitted to inspect the MI-24 helicopter gunships, part of
the Nicaraguans' Soviet-made arsenal on display. "We have nothing to hide," said Ortega. "We
want the United States to understand that these are defensive weapons and that the Sandinista
government is capable of co-existing with the United States government and all the governments
of the world." The three-day Subtiava `86 manoeuvres were the largest since the Sandinista
government came to power in 1979, involving 6,500 regular troops and reservists. The military
hardware included tanks, rocket launchers, anti-aircraft missiles and artillery pieces. The exercises
were held about six miles (10 km) from the border. According to the defense minister, about 4,000
contras and 1,000 Sandinista soldiers were killed in fighting in Nicaragua this year. In addition,
he said, about 1,000 civilians were also killed. The number of dead since the US-backed contra
war began in 1982 is estimated at 30,000. Ortega said that Somotillo, seven kilometers from the
Honduran border, has been under constant surveillance by US aircraft. He added that the presence
of Sam Hall near the Punta Huete air base is further evidence that the US is collecting necessary
information for future bombings and sabotage. Hall was arrested by Sandinista soldiers on Dec.
12. In contrast to pronouncements by the Reagan administration which indicate the contra forces
number about 20,000 men, Ortega said there are in fact, only 6,000. Of this total, he added, 4,000 are
stationed in Honduras. (Basic data from PRENSA LATINA, 12/19/86; REUTERS, 12/18/86)
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